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Entrepreneurship in the hospitality sector requires a particular combination of personal qualities and drives to thrive in a highly competitive, customer-focused environment (Ramadani et al., 2020). Successful hospitality entrepreneurs often exhibit traits such as a strong achievement orientation, intrinsic motivation, tenacity, and a clear drive for success. These traits can be analysed through key theories of motivation and entrepreneurship, including McClelland’s Achievement Motivation Theory, Herzberg’s Two-Factor Theory, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, and Self-Determination Theory (SDT). This essay applies these models to critically examine a range of entrepreneurial traits and motivations, supported by real-world examples of renowned entrepreneurs in the hotel industry.

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is a foundational theory of human motivation that proposes individuals have a progression of needs from basic to higher-level. At the base are physiological necessities (food, water, shelter), followed by safety needs for security and stability (Bowen, 2021). Above these come social needs for love and belonging, then esteem needs for recognition and self-worth, and at the apex is self-actualization, which involves realizing one’s full potential. In a workplace context, an employer must address these needs to keep employees motivated. For example, Isadore Sharp founder of the Four Seasons hotels emphasized creating a secure and supportive work environment for his staff. This approach addressed employee’s safety and belonging needs and boosted their confidence and comfort in their roles (Spreitzer et al., 2012). Sharp also invested in continuous training to ensure staff felt capable of meeting the brand’s high service standards (Wu, 2021). Additionally, special recognitions and personalized touches for guests such as greeting loyal customers by name helped fulfil esteem needs in the hospitality context (Bozyigit, 2021). By ensuring that employees felt safe, valued, and proud of their work, Sharp effectively tapped into multiple levels of Maslow’s hierarchy. This in turn maintained high employee engagement, lowered turnover, and nurtured a positive workplace culture.

Another hospitality leader, Arne Sorenson (the late CEO of Marriott International), likewise applied Maslow’s principles to his organization. Sorenson recognized that employees perform best when their fundamental needs are met. He ensured safe working conditions and competitive pay to cover basic physiological and security needs and provided acknowledgment for employees’ achievements to satisfy their esteem needs (Barnes, 2021). Sorenson also fostered a sense of belonging and loyalty through strong team values and internal promotion opportunities. This reflects the continued relevance of Maslow’s framework in modern organizations (Dar and Sakthivel, 2022). Both Sharp and Sorenson understood that catering to employees’ lower level and psychological needs creates a foundation for them to pursue higher-level goals, such as personal growth or delivering excellent service. However, there was a subtle difference in their emphases: Sharp focused more on delivering luxury service and exceptional guest experiences as a way of instilling pride in employees, whereas Sorenson placed a greater emphasis on internal staff development and career advancement. Despite this difference, both approaches demonstrate that when employees feel secure and valued, they are more likely to be motivated and to excel in their work.

McClelland’s Achievement Motivation Theory centres on an individual’s need for achievement (nAch) as a key driver of behaviour. People with a high need for achievement tend to set challenging goals, take personal responsibility for outcomes, and seek regular feedback on their progress (Gable and Prok, 2012). In practice, understanding employees’ achievement drive can help managers place the right people in roles where they will excel and feel accomplished. For instance, Marten Dresen, the founder of the Good Hotel Group, exemplifies an achievement-motivated approach to leadership in a social entrepreneurship context. Dresen launched his venture not only to run a hotel business but also to achieve a positive social impact. He founded the non-profit Ninos de Guatemala (NDG) in 2006 after witnessing severe poverty in Central America, aiming to give back to the community. Through NDG, his organization has been providing education to over five hundred children each year since its inception, which demonstrates his drive to attain meaningful goals beyond profit (Good hotel group, 2023). Within his hotels, Dresen also provides employees with opportunities for professional growth and advancement, aligning with McClelland’s idea that people are motivated by opportunities to achieve and improve (Good Hotel, 2024). By fostering an environment where staff can continually develop and succeed, he cultivates a strong sense of accomplishment among employees, a factor that is crucial for both individual motivation and overall business performance.

Entrepreneurs can, however, pursue achievement in different ways. While Marten Dresen’s goals are oriented toward social impact and community development, another hotel entrepreneur, Isadore Sharp, pursued achievement through building a prestigious luxury brand and delivering exceptional service (Gheorghe and Muntean, 2024). Both individuals exhibit a high achievement drive, but their objectives differ: Dresen’s notion of success is tied to altruistic outcomes (educating children and empowering communities), whereas Sharp’s is tied to global brand excellence and superior customer satisfaction. This contrast highlights how personal values shape entrepreneurial motivations. In both cases, the need for achievement propels them forward, but what they consider an achievement reflects their distinct visions.

Herzberg’s Two-Factor Theory distinguishes between hygiene factors and motivator factors in the workplace. Hygiene factors are basic conditions such as salary, job security, company policies, and working conditions; if these are inadequate, employees become dissatisfied. Motivators, on the other hand, are elements like achievement, recognition, responsibility, and opportunities for growth, factors that truly encourage employees to perform at a higher level and derive satisfaction from their work (Holston-Okae and Mushi, 2018). Simply removing dissatisfaction isn’t enough; to improve engagement and performance, motivator factors must be present (Rai, Thekkekara and Kanhare, 2021).

As CEO of Marriott, Arne Sorenson applied Herzberg’s theory by addressing both sets of factors. He ensured that hygiene factors were well managed; for example, Marriott employees under his leadership received competitive pay and benefits, and the company maintained fair, transparent policies and safe working conditions to make staff feel secure (Boylan and Greenawalt, 2021; Dar and Sakthivel, 2022). These steps helped prevent dissatisfaction. At the same time, Sorenson introduced strong motivators: he set up recognition programs like the “Spirit to Serve” awards to celebrate employee excellence (Bjorn, 2013) and provided leadership training along with clear pathways for internal promotion. By offering such opportunities for achievement, recognition, and personal growth, Sorenson significantly boosted employees’ job satisfaction and commitment.

Similarly, Horst Schulze, co-founder of Ritz-Carlton, recognised the power of motivators in driving performance. Schulze was a strong proponent of empowering employees and giving them a sense of ownership in their roles. He instituted extensive training programs to develop employees’ skills (Jaderi and Abushaqdam, 2023) and famously allowed front-line staff to spend up to $2,000 to resolve a guest’s problem without manager approval (Al-Malood, 2024). This high level of trust and autonomy aligned with giving employees greater responsibility and recognition, core motivator factors according to Herzberg. Employees under Schulze’s approach felt more valued and trusted, which made them enthusiastic about going above and beyond for customers. Both Sorenson and Schulze focused on creating conditions for high job satisfaction, but their styles differed slightly: Sorenson’s approach was more formal and structured (relying on corporate programs, awards, and bonuses), whereas Schulze’s was more about empowerment and autonomy on the front lines. Nevertheless, in both cases the outcome was a workforce motivated not just by a paycheck, but by pride in their work, leading to better service quality and overall performance.


Self-Determination Theory (SDT) offers another lens on motivation by emphasizing the fulfilment of intrinsic needs. According to SDT, people are most internally motivated when they experience autonomy (control over their actions), competence (mastery of tasks), and relatedness (a sense of connection with others) (McAnally and Hagger, 2024; Ryan and Deci, 2024). Entrepreneurs often display a high degree of intrinsic motivation or tenacity, a persistent determination driven by internal passion and values, and successful ones foster these qualities in their organizations as well (Malone, 2023).

Horst Schulze’s leadership of Ritz-Carlton can be understood through the SDT perspective. He was intensely dedicated to high service standards, encapsulated in the Ritz-Carlton motto “We are ladies and gentlemen serving ladies and gentlemen” (Business Review Live, 2021). This credo cultivated a strong sense of pride and relatedness among staff, as it framed their work as a noble, shared mission built on mutual respect. Schulze also ensured employees had significant autonomy: as noted, he empowered staff to make decisions to satisfy guests without needing higher approval (Al-Malood, 2024). In addition, by investing heavily in training and development, he helped employees build competence and confidence in their roles (Jaderi and Abushaqdam, 2023). By fulfilling these three needs, autonomy, competence, and relatedness, Schulze created an environment where employees were intrinsically motivated to uphold excellence. His approach resulted in a team that not only adhered to high standards but did so out of personal drive, which reinforced Ritz-Carlton’s reputation for impeccable service (Mayberry, 2024).

In contrast, Marten Dresen’s tenacity as an entrepreneur was driven by a different aspect of intrinsic motivation: a deep commitment to social causes. His personal mission to leverage hospitality for social good through ventures like Good Hotel and NDG required persistence and resilience. Dresen’s determination to “do well by doing good” meant he persevered through business challenges to achieve positive community outcomes. This purpose-driven persistence is very much in line with SDT, as his motivation was rooted in personal values and the desire to make a meaningful impact, rather than in external rewards. Both Dresen and Schulze exemplify how satisfying intrinsic motivational needs can lead to entrepreneurial success. Dresen fostered a culture of empowerment and social impact within his organization, while Schulze fostered one of empowerment and service excellence; in both cases, their personal dedication set a tone that inspired employees to commit to the company’s vision with similar enthusiasm and resolve.

In summary, entrepreneurial success in the hospitality industry is closely tied to how well leaders understand and harness motivation, both in themselves and in their employees. The examples of Isadore Sharp, Arne Sorenson, Horst Schulze, and Marten Dresen illustrate that there is no single formula for motivating people; instead, effective entrepreneurs draw on a combination of motivational approaches suited to their particular goals and context. By fulfilling basic needs and creating a supportive environment as per Maslow, nurturing the drive for achievement as per McClelland, ensuring job satisfaction through recognition and growth as per Herzberg, and fostering autonomy and purpose as per SDT, these leaders were able to inspire their teams to excel. Each applied these theories in practice in nuanced ways, from Sharp’s focus on employee well-being and service quality, to Sorenson’s structured development programs, to Schulze’s culture of empowerment, to Dresen’s mission-driven approach. Despite their different styles, a common thread is evident: when employees feel secure, valued, and inspired by a sense of purpose, they are more likely to be engaged and perform at a high level. Ultimately, addressing both extrinsic factors (like fair pay and clear policies) and intrinsic factors (like personal growth, recognition, and meaningful work) is essential for cultivating the entrepreneurial traits and motivated workforce needed for sustained success in the hospitality sector.
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